We investigated the fitness consequences of divorce in oystercatchers. We made a distinction between two types of divorce: in desertions the disruption of the pair bond is initiated by one of the pair members, and in usurpations by a conspecific individual. Survival and reproduction prospects for oystercatchers are largely determined by their social status (nonbreeder or breeding bird at a site of a specific quality). Changes in social status in relation to divorce showed that birds taking the initiative to leave their mate increased in fitness, relative to birds that were forced to leave their partner. Status of individuals that remained in their territory after divorce was unaffected if their mate was expelled, but declined if their mate deserted. Survival after divorce was significantly lower for birds that were expelled than for those deserting. Divorce rate, and especially desertion rate, was higher among occupants of low-than high-quality territories. In general, divorce rate increased following elevated mortality. In high-quality territories usurpations increased with increasing breeder mortality, but at low-quality territories this relation was absent. Desertion rates were similarly related to mortality in both territory types. Divorce participants thus differed strongly in their fitness prospects, depending on the type of divorce, the role played in the divorce and the quality of the territory where divorce took place. Studies that do not observe the birds during divorce cannot determine the type of divorce and the role played by the individuals, and this may lead to misleading conclusions on the costs and benefits of divorce.
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Mate fidelity and divorce in monogamous bird species have been studied empirically for several decades (reviewed first in Rowley 1983). The degree of divorce in bird populations ranges from 0.0% in the wandering albatross, Diomedea exulans (Tickel 1968 , cited in Dubois et al. 1998 ) to 99% in the greater flamingo, Phoenicopterus ruber roseus (Cézilly & Johnson 1995) . Part of this variance can be explained by the type of partnership and migratory behaviour: species with high divorce rates tend to have part-time partnerships and be migratory more often than species with low divorce rates (Ens et al. 1996) .
In an analysis of all species for which data were available, Ens et al. (1996) did not find an effect of site fidelity on divorce rate, but Cézilly et al. (2000a) observed that divorce rates were positively correlated with site faithfulness in Ciconiiformes. Theoretical models (McNamara & Forslund 1996; McNamara et al. 1998 ) have only recently been developed, and a number of hypotheses to explain divorce have been put forward (reviewed in Choudhury 1995; Black 1996) . The hypotheses can be grouped into four categories based on the ultimate causes of divorce.
(1) According to the 'incompatibility hypothesis' (Coulson 1966), some pairs have reduced success because they consist of incompatible partners. Both members of such pairs might initiate the events that lead to divorce and both are predicted to experience an increase in fitness after the divorce.
(2) According to the 'better option hypothesis ' (Ens et al. 1993) , an individual should initiate a divorce when the net expected benefits of breeding with a new mate outweigh the costs of pursuing the old pair bond and the costs of divorce itself. Only the individual initiating
